Hepatitis C virus recombinants are rare even among intravenous drug users.
Systematic studies of the circulation of hepatitis C virus (HCV) recombinants in different parts of the world have been initiated only recently, and no detailed information on this subject is available. The aim of the current investigation was to determine the frequency of HCV recombinants in intravenous drug users (IVDU) from two European countries. HCV RNA from serum samples was tested by RT-PCR with primers derived from the core and NS5B regions with subsequent sequencing and genotype assignment. The 118 samples from Germany (100%) and 45 out of 47 (96%) sera from Russia demonstrated concordant genotyping results. In the two genotype discrepant sera from Russia 2k/1b recombinants were identified. In order to test the hypothesis that the individuals from the IVDU group might be multiply exposed to various genotypes, 145 out of 165 genotyped serum samples, which were found to be positive for anti-NS4 antibodies, were serotyped with the Murex HCV serotyping kit that is based on detection of antibodies to type-specific peptides derived from the NS4 proteins of different HCV genotypes. Discrepancy in genotype and serotype attributions was observed in 11% cases. Retesting of 99 type 1a or 3a samples with a set of type- and subtype-specific primers revealed the presence of a mixed infection only in one case (1a/3a). Thus, the cases of the mixed infection with different HCV genotypes as well as the recombinant forms of HCV are very rare even in such a highly exposed group as IVDU.